THROUGH   LANDS   OF   THE   BIBLE                 167

found in such splendid quantities, they were disgusted to turn
up nothing but mummified crocodiles. The disappointment
spread to the workmen, one of whom in his rage dashed a
sacred animal to the ground, where it burst open and out fell
papyri! There was a rush for the other crocodiles, which
proved to be libraries in disguise, for the priests had packed
them with all kinds of old manuscripts: fragments of ancient
classics, royal ordinances, private letters, land accounts,
surveys, and petitions. It is by means of such fantastic
chances that an age sometimes makes itself known to another
across the silence of centuries.

Saying good-bye to my friend, I returned to Cairo by an-
other route, a road that lies parallel with the Nile. It touches
the river now and then before running, high and embanked,
among fields of maize and sugar cane. High above the palm
trees shone the white slanting sails of Nile boats as they
drifted noiselessly up and down the river. Camels passed in
file, donkeys trotted in the smothering black dust, geese
cackled, turkeys gobbled, cocks crew, pigeons cooed, dogs
barked, children cried and shouted, the sakiyeh groaned its
age-long lament, and in the black mud of the canal banks
half naked shaddfnitn lifted their dripping burdens.

If only the villages of Egypt could be freed from malaria and
ophthalmia and a hundred other plagues and afflictions, they
would be the most idyllic in the world. They look so lovely
lying in the striped shadows of the palm groves, the flat-
roofed houses so perfectly grouped together, white minarets
rising above them, reflected maybe in the still blue water of a
canal, and on the houses, or built apart in the fields, the
white towers above which thousands of pigeons catch the
sunlight as they wheel in flight.

In the Faiyum, where these white towers sometimes look
more important than the houses of men, I was told that
the pigeons are kept for the manure, which is the best-known
fertiliser for melons. It is interesting to connect this with II
Kings vi. 25: " And there was a great famine in Samaria:
and behold, they besieged it until an ass's head was sold for
fourscore pieces of silver, and the fourth part of a cab of dove's